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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the relationship between 
perceived message distortion and job satisfaction* A single 
hvpothesis was tested: there is a positiv correlation between a 
supervisor's job satisfaction and the extent to which he perceives 
messages from his subordinates as accurate. The subjects for the 
study were 32 first-line supervisors in the regional office of a 
large insurance company. The hypothesis was supported.. (RB) 
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Thus paper reports the results of u fieUl stndy investiuatin^ the rektionship 
between pereeived message distortUm and ioh satisfavtUm. A siu^le 
hypothesis was tested: There is a positive eor\ latiou between a superior\s 
job satisfaetiou and the extent to which he perceives messages from his sub-* 
ordinates as accurate. Both the hupothcsis and interpretation of data are 
discussed in terms of eommunieation as the situ? qua non of any organization. 



THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MESSAGE DISTORTION 
AND JOB SATISFACTION— A Field Study 

LYLE SUSSMAN 
University of Michigan 

VVrniiN liu-: i»ast ukcaok tlu* munlH r of studies concerned with or- 
ganizational communication have expanded at an ever-increasing 
rate. AUhough a number of exphmations could be proposed to ac- 
count for this increase, the jnost likely explanation is that researchers 
are hegitming to realize that comnmnication is the sine qua non of 
any organization.* Thus, by studying comnuuiication processes ivith- 
in the organization we are at the same time studying the essential 
characteristics of the organization. 

Given the importance of communication to organizational per- 
formance, it is not suri^rising to find studies which have rehited spe- 
cific communication behaviors to organizational effectiveness, The 
Purdue studies of snper\'isory effectiveness are examples. In these 
studies 2 communication correlates of effectix'e vs. ineffective super- 
\isors were isolated. That is, an effective supervisor (as defined by 
criteria of output, promotability, etc. ) could be differentiated from 
an ineffective supervisor on the basis of the communication attitudes 
and behaviors manifested by each. 

The pri\sent study is in one sense an extension of the early Purdue 
studies. Rather than relating connnunieative attitudes and/or be- 
haviors to organizational prfonnanct\ however, diis study in- 
N'cstigated the relationship between a selected message-receiving 
behavior (perceived message distortion), and ones perception of his 
work environment (job satisfaction). Specifically, this relationship 
was fonnalized into the following research hypothesis: Tlwre is a 
positive correlation hetuven a superiors job satisfaction and the 
extent to which he perceives messanes from his subordinates as ac- 
curate. This hypothesis was based upon the following rationale. Re- 
gardless of the specifics of the organization, a supervisor is in a 
pivotal position. \lv dep( nds upon accurate information from his 
subordinates and is in turn depended upon by his sup<»rior for ac- 
curate information. If a supervisor perceives that messages from his 
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subordinates arc inaccurate, this perception should have a detri- 
mental effect on his perception of his pixotal position. In short, those 
superN'isors who perceive that messages from their subordinates are 
accurate should have hijjjher jol) satisfaction th:in those supervisors 
who perceive that messages from their subordinates are inaccurate. 

Procedurk 

Subjects. Data were collected from 32 first-line supervisors in the 
regional office of a large insurance company, At the time data were 
collected, this number represented the total available work force at 
that supervisory level, ^ The span of control for the superN'isors 
ranged from a minimum of six subordinates to a maximum of twelve 
subordinates. The primary responsibility of these superN'isors was 
to direct the processing of policies and claims. 

Data Gatherinfi Instruments, The sxipervisors responded to two 
data gathering instruments. The iirst was the short form of the 
Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (MSQ), designed to provide 
data indicative of the superNisors' job satisfaction. As described by 
its developers, the MSQ is composed of two distinct scales: intrinsic 
satisfaction scales and extrinsic satisfaction scales. Summing across 
the tNVo types of scales produces an index of a subject's general job 
satisfaction. Thus, according to the structure of the MSQ, general 
job satisfaction is a composite of intrinsic and extrinsic satisfaction. 
The manual for the MSQ* presents data for both the reliability and 
validity of the instrument. The data indicate that the instrument is 
both a reliable and N alid measure of job satisfaction. 

The second instrument Nvas a message booklet containing a repre- 
sentative sample of task-oriented messages supervisors were likely 
to receive from subordinates on an "average" work day. The messages 
Nvere constructed in the folloNving manner. Through obserNMtions 
and lists provided by the superN'isors, a listing of task-related mes- 
sage topics was derived. These topics, applicable to the entire sample 
of first-line supervisors, are presented beloNV: 

1) Messages referring to the performance of a subordinates co- 
worker 

2) Messages referring to the ordering of supplies 

3) Messages referring to data-processing problems 

4) Messages referring to breaks or time off 

5) Messages referring to an error on a file or account 

6) Messages referring to e(|uipment bn»akdoNvn 
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The nicssanc bookK^t tontaintd a total of 20 messages. The 20 mes- 
sages wer.' distributed across tlie six categories to approximate the 
importance of the categorit\s as specified by the supervisors. Thus, 
the imix)rtant topic categories (i, 3, 5) contained more messages 
than the unimportant topic categories (2, 4, 6). All 20 messages in- 
corjiorated thv following f(»atures: 

1 ) No message contained the name of a specific person. 

2) Messages were written in the unicjue jargon of the orga.uzation. 

3) Messages referred to events that could happen. 

4) The messag(» recipient (superxisor) was required to make a 
judgment concerning the accuracy of the message. That is, the 
recipient could not "know" on an a priori basis if the message 
was true or false. 

5) Messages referred to events over which the message sender 
(subordinate) could be held directly accountable. 

As a means of validating the representativeness and "reality" of 
the nu»ssages, interviews were conducted with two personnel spe- 
cialists in the organization. Tlie specialists were familiar with the 
task re<|uirements of the super\isors and agreed that the messages 
were in fact 'Yeal" and representative of messages super\'isors were 
likely to receive on an average work day. 

Eacli message in the booklet was immediately followed by a single 
six point, bi-polar, perceived accuracy scale. A response of "1" indi- 
cated that the super\'isor perceived the message as "totally inac- 
curatt»"; a response of "6" indicated that the supervisor perceived 
the nu\ssage as "totally accurate." 

As a means of controlling the possible contaminating effects of the 
source dimension, supervisors wvrv instruct(»d to read the messages 
and assume that all came from their most typical subordinate ( neither 
their best nor their worst). The message booklets were administered 
six weeks after the administration of the MSQ. Thus the possibility 
of measure,!, directly affecting measure, n, was controlled for by 
the six week duration bi^tween the two mt»asures. 

Uksults 

A supervisors total scori» for tlie message* booklet (derived by 
sunmiing across all 20 mt»ssages) was correlated with his scores on 
the intrinsic* satisfaction scales, extrinsic satifaction scales, and gen- 
eral satisfaction scales, Tlie resulting correlation coefficients are pre- 
sented in the tablt*. 
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Intrinsic -I- .47 p<,o5 

Kxtnnsii- +.57 ' p<.oi 



Thus as ovid(MKx»d by the data in the table, the previously posed re- 
search iiypothesis is support(»d. All correlation coefficients arc posi- 
tive, and all are statistically siiinificant. 

Discussion 

Thv primary si«nificancc 6f this study is that data are presented 
which relate job satisfaction to message receiving behaviors in or- 
Kanizational hierarchies. In the introduction to this paper it was 
arnued that coininunication is the sine qua mom of any organization. 
Far too often, however, researchers examine organizational commu- 
nication in terms of a figure ground relationship. That is, re.sejirchers 
focus on communication (the figure) to the exclusion of organisa- 
tional performance (the ground). This paper posits, however, that 
any study of organizational comnuinication must relate comnuinica- 
tion b(»ha\ iors to the organizational ptMformance of those members 
exhil)iting tlu» behaviors. To do otherwise is to view organizational 
communication atoMiistlcally and without the nece.ssarx' systemic 
orientation. In relating perceived message distortion to job satisfac- 
tion this paper luis reinforced the systemic orientation. 

This paper is also significant in that the obtained findings under- 
score what this author believes to be the major tenet of organizational 
communication: Information is the basic raw material of any orga- 
nization and or^ianizational members may be viewed as primarily 
information processors. The manner in which organizational mem- 
hers em^atic in information processinii is thus intimately related to 
their perceptions of the or*iauizational environment and their role in 
it, The obtained positive correlation between job satisfaction and 
pereeiv(xl nu\ssage accuracy supports this teiu^t. 

It is intenvsting to note that the correlation was higher between 
perceived message accuracy and extrinsic satisfaction than betwe(»n 
perecMved message accuracy and intrinsic satisfaction. This finding 
may be interpreted in light of those it<»ms forming the extrinsic satis- 
faction sca^ s. The it(Mns dealt with pay, promotion, superx'i.sory 
competence, and praise of good work. In total, these items may be 
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interpreted as n picst iiliii^ laclors iissoi iatcd (ilircclly (»r iiidirci tly ) 
with siuress and proihhtion in tlir oriiani/ational liicranliy. Sinrr 
organization nuMnl.ers may In* \ iewed as infonnation processors. tli<' 
relationsliij) bctssiM-n pcrecivcd niessaiir afcuraey and job satisFae- 
tion may hr strnctnred as follows: i) Snpersisors need infonnation 
from snhordinatcs in ordiT to inak(» decisions. 2) Aeenratc* informa- 
tion is likely to resnit in decisions wliieli ixrc mor(» ^correct" than 
decisions based upon inaccurate infornuition 3) **('orrect" decisions 
hy a supen isor are likely to r(»snlt in his snccess and promotion in 
the hii»rarchy. Thns, if a snpervisor perceiscs that information from 
his subordinates is accurate, this perception is likely to allect his p(«r- 
ceplions of snccess ( i.e.. extrinsic satisfaction) in the hierarchy. Since 
all messaiies in the message booklets dealt with task-related matters, 
and heuc(» Were a|)|)licabli» to organizational decisions, it is reason- 
able to ariiue on the basis of the ah()\*e rationale that perception of 
their accuracy would Ik* more closely related to extrinsic satisfaction 
than intrinsic satisfaction. 

In the x'cars ahead, inihistrial (vxecntives will become mon* con- 
cerned with the attitudes their subordinate's ha\*c toward i^^t heir 
working environment. A demonstration that conununicativc* behav- 
iors are a lorrelate of these attitudes may h(»lp managers to b(»come 
more concerned with the communication climates in their organiza- 
tions. 
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